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"CONVERSION" 

Text:   "How  can  a  man  be  born  when  he 
is  old?"  John  3:4 


In  one  of  his  creations  the  British  cartoonist 
Andy  Capp  has  a  sequence  that  runs  like  this : 

Flo   (on  her  way  out  of  the  house):   I'm  off 

t'  the  Institute,  Pet  —  There's  a 

lecture  en  social  relations . 
Andy   (in  front  of  the  telly  with  a  "pint"): 

yer  wastin'  yer  time,  Kid  —  People 

are  'opeless. 
Flo   (shouting):  What  yer  talkin'  about  — 

YOU'RE  people! 
Andy:  Well  — ? 
Flo   (Stops  and  considers.   Then  returns, 

removing  her  coat):   Any thin'  decent 

on  telly?  3 

One  of  the  subjects  on  which  each  of  us  must  come 
to  some  position  is  human  nature  —  our  own  and  other 
people's.   Oh,  we  may  never  sit  to  arrange  our  thoughts 
in  an  orderly  and  systematic  way,  but  we  have  our  oper- 
ating assumptions  regarding  human  nature  nonetheless. 
What  it  is.   How  it  got  that  way.   Whether  it  can  be 
changed. 

Every  so  often  some  highly  publicized  event  causes 
us  to  reveal  how  we  feel  deep  down  inside.   Such  was  the 
case  with  the  news  that  Charles  W.  Colson,  former  White 
House  Special  Counsel  and  a  significant  figure  in  the 
Watergate  affair,  had  been  converted  to  Jesus  Christ. 

Some  columnists  could  hardly  wait  to  voice  their 
cynicism.   It  was  a  trick.   It  wouldn't  last.   Some 
nerve!   In  the  swirl  and  anguish  of  Watergate  apparent- 
ly nothing  is  sacred  —  not  even  a  man's  religion. 

I  do  not  wish  to  comment  on  Mr.  Colson 's  or  any 
other  person's  experience  of  God.   It  is  enough  that 
God  knows.   Time  has  a  way  of  telling.   "By  their  fruits 
ye  shall  know  them."  (Mat.  7:20)   I  do ,  however,  wish 


to  affirm  in  principle  what  the  gospel  everywhere  af- 
firms or  implies;  namely,  that  human  nature  can  be 
changed  by  the  power  of  the  Spirit  of  God. 


Consider  that  remarkable  interview  between  Jesus 
and  Nicodemus  as  recorded  in  the  third  chapter  of  John. 
The  conversation  took  place  in  the  evening  and  prompted 
a  dear  friend  of  mine  in  the  ministry  to  give  it  the 
best  of  all  possible  titles.   He  called  it  simply, 
"After  Hours." 

Nicodemus  was  an  able  and  respected  religious 
leader.   He  was  a  Pharisee  and  doubtless  a  member  of 
the  governing  Sanhedrin.   And  yet, in  a  strange  way, 
this  man  was  drawn  to  Jesus.   It  has  been  conjectured 
that  the  meeting  between  Nicodemus  and  Jesus  took 
place  during  Holy  Week.   Nicodemus  had  spoken  up  for 
Jesus  in  the  Sanhedrin  and  had  gone  out  that  night  to 
investigate  Him  more  fully. 

However  that  may  be,  Nicodemus  began  with  an  intend- 
ed compliment,  "We  know  that  you  are  a  teacher  come 
from  God:  for  no  man  could  do  these  miracles  that  you 
are  doing,  unless  God  were  with  him."   (John  3:2) 
Jesus  let  that  comment  stand  and  proceeded  to  give  the 
conversation  an  unexpected  twist  that  put  it  on  an  en- 
tirely different  track:   "Truly,  truly  I  say  to  you, 
unless  one  is  born  anew  he  cannot  see  the  kingdom  of 
God."  (John  3:5)   Nicodemus,  unprepared  for  such  a 
thrust,  could  only  think  to  respond,  "How  can  a  man  be 
born  when  he  is  old?  Can  he  enter  a  second  time  into 
his  mother's  womb  and  be  born?"  (John  3:4) 

How  can  a  man  be  born  when  he  is  old  --  when  he 
already  has  a  history  and  a  memory  and  a  conscience? 
I  suggest  that  our  skepticism  is  even  more  acute,  for 
we  are  prone  to  ask,  "Can  a  man  be  born  when  he  is 
old?" 


Psychiatry  since  Freud  has  laid  such  stress  on  the 
antecedents  of  human  behavior  that  one  can  scarcely 
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believe  that  a  new  start  is  possible!   We  do  not  enter 
life  trailing  clouds  of  glory  but  dragging  the  chains 
of  damage  done  us  by  fumbling  parents  and  an  uncaring 
society. 

A  teenager  with  a  smattering  of  psychology  in  her 
system  turned  to  her  mother  in  a  moment  of  profundity 
and  said,  "Mother,  do  you  remember  that  night  when  I 
wanted  to  talk  to  you  about  my  first  date  and  you  were 
too  busy?"   "Yes,"  the  mother  answered.   "Well,"  said 
the  girl,  "you  destroyed  me  that  night!"  That  kind  of 
irresponsible  nones ens e  has  thrown  an  entire  generation 
of  parents  into  a  quilt  complex  and  caused  a  whole  gen- 
eration of  young  people  to  allow  their  past  to  tyrannize 
their  future . 

Parents  had  parents  too,  you  know.   And  so  back, 
and  on  and  on,  until  no  one  is  responsible  for  any- 
thing.  Are  we  in  truth  programmed  from  behind,  or  are 
we ,  in  fact ,  the  beneficiaries  of  a  pull  toward  tomor- 
row that  Jesus  represented  in  His  conversation  with 
Nicodemus?   I  wonder  if  Jesus  didn't  know  what  kind  of 
home  Nicodemus  came  from  when  He  said,  "You  must  be 
born  again." 

ft  ft  ft  ft  ft 

Moreover,  our  skepticism  about  conversion  is 
heightened  because  our  religion,  and  I  speak  for  most 
of  us  here,  is  the  religion  of  the  establishment.   Long 
standing  religious  communities  that  are  rich  in  tradi- 
tion tend  to  sin  against  the  Holy  Spirit  by  underexpect- 
ation.   We  prefer  the  orderly  transmission  of  the  faith 
through  nurture.   Conversions  are  too  fractious  and 
disruptive.   Too  disorderly  and  unpredictable.   Hence, 
we  drift  into  what  might  be  called  "hand-me-down  reli- 
gion." Someone  has  said  that  the  only  way  to  get  a 
parking  space  in  New  York  City  is  to  buy  a  car  that  is 
already  parked!   And  there  are  some  people  in  the  church 
who  apparently  believe  that  the  only  way  to  become  a 
Christian  is  to  arrange  to  have  yourself  born  into 
a  Christian  family. 

Besides,  if  there  is  such  a  thing  as  conversion,  a 
term  we  seldom  use,  it  is  probably  intended  for  those 
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who  are  radically  evil.   How  damaging  for  this  point  of 
view  that  Jesus  spoke  about  the  new  birth  not  to  one  of 
the  dying  thieves,  or  the  insurrectionist,  Barabbas ,  or 
the  woman  taken  in  adultery,  but  to  a  religious  leader 
of  enviable  reputation!   Unless  one  is  born  anew  he  can- 
not see  the  kingdom  of  God. 


Our  skepticism  with  regard  to  conversion  is  further 
heightened  and  encouraged  by  the  fact  that  in  many  of 
the  churches  where  conversion  is  stressed,  no  attention 
is  given  to  social,  political  or  economic  evils  that 
prey  upon  the  world.   I  need  not  go  into  the  long  dreary 
history  of  this  unbalance  and  the  contentions  that  have 
risen  up  around  it.   Suffice  it  to  say  that  there  are 
those  in  the  church  who  have  consistently  misrepresented 
conversion  by  seeing  it  as  an  event  of  inner  experience 
and  private  feeling  that  issues  in  domestic  virtues. 

In  this  tradition  it  is  forgotten  that  "the  form  of 
organization  and  government  adopted  by  society  has  a 
great  impact  on  the  human  and  moral  behavior  of  its 
citizens,  making  their  entrance  into  the  kingdom  easier 
or  more  difficult.'     But  the  fact  that  some  have  pri- 
vatized or  otherwise  distorted  conversion  in  no  way 
justifies  our  not  believing  in  conversion! 


"Unless  one  is  born  anew  he  cannot  see  the  kingdom 
of  God."   It  is  of  towering  importance  for  us  to  under- 
stand that  Jesus  is  not  pronouncing  a  judgement  here 
but  opening   a  possibility.   Nicodemus '  response  is 
that  of  most  every  man  who  thinks  about  it  at  all,  "How 
can  these  things  be?"   This  is  the  modern  temper  also, 
the  mind-set  that  wishes  to  reduce  everything  to  a 
problem.   Once  we  problematize  a  matter  we  can  go  on  to 
hope  that  somebody  at  M.I. T.  or  out  in  California  will 
get  around  to  solving  it! 

But  we  are  confronted  here  not  so  much  with  a 
problem  as  with  a  mystery,  a  mystery  into  which  we  are 
invited  to  enter.   The  new  birth  is  a  problem  only  for 
the  analyst!   It  is  not  a  problem  for  the  one  who  has 
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experienced  It.   I  think  often  of  the  gospel  account 
of  the  man  who  was  healed  of  his  blindness .   Jesus 
made  the  mistake  of  doing  this  on  the  Sabbath  day  to 
the  consternation  of  the  religious  authorities .   You 
will  remember  how  those  leaders  talked  to  the  man  and 
then  to  his  parents  and  then  to  the  man  again,  asking 
repeatedly,  "How?"  "When?"  "In  what  manner?"   Finally 
in  desperation  the  man  who  was  healed  said,  "Whether 
He  is  a  sinner,  I  do  not  know;  one  thing  I  know,  that 
though  I  was  blind,  now  I  see."   (John  9:25)   And  so 
we  leave  "the  problem"  of  divine  power  to  the 
"trackers"  and  the  "charters"  and  other  observers  and 
all  who  have  made  a  business  of  reifying  other  people's 
experiences  of  God. 

It  is  mystery.   "The  wind  blows  where  it  wills, 
and  you  hear  the  sound  of  it ,  but  you  do  not  know 
whence  it  comes  or  whither  it  goes;  so  it  is  with  every 
one  who  is  born  of  the  Spirit."   (John  3:8)   What 
Jesus  is  teaching  Nicodemus  is  not  merely  that  one  can 
mature  on  the  same  plane .   Nicodemus  would  have  had  no 
trouble  with  this .   Indeed  the  gospel  would  have  no 
problem  at  this  point  either,  for  this  comports  well 
with  our  notions  of  education.   What  Jesus  is  affirming 
is  that  one  can  be  lifted  to  a  new  and  higher  plane 
through  the  miraculous  action  of  the  Spirit.   It  Is  not 
a  matter  of  doing  more  of  the  same  only  better.   It  has 
to  do  with  becoming  other  than  we  are! 

An  element  of  discontinuity  is  involved  in  con- 
version, and  this  is  a  scandle  to  the  world.   Rudolf 
Bultmann,  no  less,  puts  it  this  way,  "Rebirth  is  some- 
thing more  than  an  improvement  in  man;  it  means  that 
man  receives  a  new  origin,  and  this  is  manifestly  some- 
thing which  he  cannot  give  himself."  '    Lest  we  feel 
that  Jesus '  word  here  was  peculiarly  tailored  for 
Nicodemus  alone,  we  have  his  more  generalized  judgement 
on  the  matter  in  Matthew  18:3  where,  without  qualifi- 
cation, he  said, "Unless  you  change  and  become  like 
children,  you  shall  not  enter  the  kingdom  of  heaven." 

It  is  Christian  to  believe  that  human  nature  can 
be  changed.  How  it  works  I  do  not  know.  There  is  no 
single  way  or  stereotype.  It  can  happen  in  an  exper- 
ience of  emptiness  or  an  experience  of  fullness . 
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It  has  much,  yea  it  has  everything  to  do  with  love  — 
God's  love.   There  is  no  picture  that  love  does  not 
change,  no  circumstance  that  love  does  not  alter,  no 
burden  that  love  does  not  ease ,  no  life  that  love  does 
not  lift. 

I  fear  that  it  is  the  sin  of  under-expectation 
that  holds  us  back.   We  humans  have  a  remarkable  ca- 
pacity to  adapt.   We  can  lose  a  hand  or  a  foot,  we  can 
lose  a  loved  one,  we  can  lose  most  anything  we  cherish 
and  somehow  do  a  double-take  and  come  back  and  go  on. 
But  this  remarkable  capacity  for  adaptation  can  also 
keep  us  from  sufficiently  expecting  what  is  possible. 
We  all  come  at  times  to  what  might  be  called  a  certain 
"making  do."   We  wake  up  one  day  and  discover  that  no, 
we  just  probably  will  not  be  the  president  of  the 
United  States,  or  the  center  fielder  of  the  Mets ,  or 
the  philosopher  to  whom  all  the  world  will  come,  or  a 
second  Grandma  Moses.   A  certain  "making  do."  But  very 
frequently  we  arrive  at  such  a  point  prematurely  and 
forget  our  possibilities. 

I  never  thought  that   I  would  be  found  quoting  from 
portnoy's  Complaint.   Yet,  in  rummaging  around  in  that 
garbage  can,  I  found  this  scrap  of  bread.   Arnold 
Mendel,  the  sexual  athlete  whose  exploits  run  throughout 
the  book,  at  one  point  returns  to  Manhattan  with  a  young 
girl  whom  he  chanced  to  meet  one  day  on  the  street. 
They  are  coming  back  from  four  or  five  happy  days  in 
Vermont.   As  they  draw  near  to  the  city  she  turns  on 
the  car  radio  and  begins  to  feel  again  the  tempo  and 
noise  of  the  metropolis.   She  speaks  a  touching  thought: 
"Wouldn't  it  be  nice  not  to  have  to  go  back?  Wouldn't 
it  be  nice  someday  to  live  in  the  country  with  somebody 
you  really  liked?  Wouldn't  it  be  nice  just  to  get  up 
all  full  of  energy  when  it  got  light  and  go  to  sleep 
dog-tired  when  it  got  dark?  Wouldn't  it  be  nice  to 
have  a  lot  of  responsibilities  and  just  go  around  doing 
them  all  day  and  not  even  realize  they  were  responsi- 
bilities? Wouldn't  it  be  nice  to  just  not  think  about 
yourself  for  whole  days,  whole  weeks,  whole  months  at 
a  stretch?  To  wear  old  clothes  and  no  make-up  and  not 
have  to  come  on  tough  all  the  time?" 
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To  dismiss  conversion  is  to  say  farewell  to  Saul 
of  Tarsus  and  Constantine,  Martin  Luther  and  John 
Wesley,  Francis  of  Assisi  and  Blaise  Pascal,  C.S.  Lewis 
and  Malcolm  Muggeridge  —  to  name  but  a  very  few. 

A  friend  of  mine,  The  Rev.  Earl  G.  Hunt,  Jr., 
Methodist  Bishop  of  the  East  North  Carolina  Conference 
did  a  graduate  thesis  on  Dwight  L.  Moody,  the  19th 
century  evangelist  whose  hallmark  was  the  love  of  God, 
and  a  sensitive  social  conscience.   In  the  course  of 
the  preaching  of  Dwight  L.  Moody,  which  was  geared  to 
bringing  people  to  an  awakened  sense  of  the  love  of 
God,  the  lives  of  men  like  these  were  changed:   Henry 
Sloan  Coffin,  Amos  Alonzo  Stagg,  William  Lyons  Phelps, 
Mary  Emma  Wooley  (one  time  president  of  Mt.  Holyoke 
College),  Henry  Drummond,  George  Adam  Smith,  Wilfred  T. 
Grenfell,  Howard  Atwood  Kelly  (one  of  the  founders  of 
theJohns  Hopkins  Hospital),  Sherwood  Eddy,  Robert  E. 
Speer,  Dan  Crawford,  J.E.K.  Studd ,  H.  J.  Heinz,  Henry 
T.  Crowell,  G.  Campbell  Morgan  and  hundreds  and  hundreds 
more. 

Dr.  Coffin,  in  his  letter  to  Earl  Hunt,  claimed 
that  Dwight  L.  Moody  was  more  responsible  than  any  other 
American  religious  leader  for  the  beginning  of  the  lib- 
eral movement  in  Christianity.  Dr.  Sherwood  Eddy  cred- 
its Moody  with  having  started  the  entire  modern  student 
movement  out  of  which  grew  the  Student  Volunteer  enter- 
prise and  many  other  efforts. 

"Truly,  truly  I  say  to  you  unless  one  is  born  anew 

he  cannot  see  the  kingdom  of  God."  Nicodemus  said  to 

Him,  "How  can  a  man  be  born  when  he  is  old?"  Who  is 
to  say  where  today  the  winds  of  God  are  stirring.   Today 

if  you  hear  His  voice,  harden  not  your  heart.  You  must 

be  born  anew.   How  can  these  things  be?  With  God  all 
things  are  possible. 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 


Lord,   have  Thy  way  with  us. 
Teach  us  not  to  be  afraid  of  spirit- 
Stand  before  us  a  vision  of  the  selves 

that  we  were  meant  to  be3 

and  the  world  as  it  might  become, 
And  grant  that  nothing  less 

may  over  satisfy  our  souls 

again  --  for  Jesus  sake. 

Amen 
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